The Australian construction industry is highly reliant on the local labour force and those employed within it undertake a wide variety of roles ranging from labouring to management. In the past 20 years construction has seen record levels of employment; however lack of skilled labour is becoming problematic. Australia, like most industrialised countries, has an ageing population due to falling birth rates, increased life expectancy and the ageing of the large post-World War II 'baby boom' generation. Deciding on a career is one of the most fundamental activities in a young person's life and the role of the school career counsellor is crucial in this process. This research examined secondary school career counsellor's knowledge of construction, their perceptions of it as a good career choice and how often they directed male and female students to investigate construction as a career. Comparisons using paired t-tests found career counsellors perceived construction to be a better career option for young men, and directed them more frequently than women, to explore construction careers. The findings also indicate that an educative model, where students and counsellors gain firsthand knowledge from people working in the industry, may counter negative gender stereotypes associated with this area of work and encourage more young people, both male and female, to consider a career in the construction industry.
Introduction
Construction is an essential and growing industry in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] 2010). Despite the global financial crisis, skill shortages still exist within the industry (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR] , 2011). For instance, within the trades there are currently shortages of plumbers, bricklayers and cabinetmakers. Similarly, for professional and management roles there are shortages of civil and structural engineers, surveyors, construction estimators, project managers and engineer managers (DEEWR 2011) . This situation is predicted to worsen as birth rates fall, life expectancy increases, and the large post-World War II baby boom generation ages and moves into retirement (Jorgensen 2004; ABS 2009 ). Attracting young people into construction as a long term career path is essential if the industry is to build and maintain a sustainable workforce.
Young people usually make initial career choices during secondary school, after exploring a broad range of career options (Gysbers 2008) . School career counsellors provide vocational guidance to students, and can have an influential role in the decision making process. They encourage young people to explore career options, before following their chosen vocational path. (Barthorpe et al. 2000) . Gender socialisation from early childhood, and gender role schemas reinforce attitudes about what is appropriate work for males and females, and may contribute to the gender disparity within construction (Bem 1981; Martin and Halverson 1981; Blau et al. 2002) . Career counsellors too have generally been socialised into considering construction as a more suitable career path for males than females, and therefore may not actively encourage females to explore it as a career option. With this issue in mind, the current research examined how career counsellors perceive construction as a career option, and if career counsellors recommend the exploration of construction careers to males more frequently than to females.
Gender Disparity and Construction
A review of employment in the Australian construction industry, using the most recently available census data from the ABS, confirms the gender disparity which earns the industry the reputation of being male dominated (Francis 2010) . Whilst from 1986 to 2006 the number of females employed in the construction industry increased from 55,170 to 94,100, this represented only a mere 0.4% increase overall of women's participation in the industry; which rose from 12.9% in 1986 to 13.3% of the workforce in 2006. Whilst women have made progress in managerial and professional roles, with 9.6% of all managers and 26% of all professionals being female their participation in the trades, which is by far the largest sector of employment, has been stagnant at 1.6% for 20 years (Francis 2010 ).
The reasons females are underrepresented in the construction workforce are multiple and complex. Trade roles are often perceived as dangerous, and requiring physical strength and stamina, resulting in females self-selecting themselves out of the industry (Polachek 1981) . Some research points to discriminatory practices influencing choice (Phelps 1972; Williams and Kenison 1996; Dainty and Lingard 2006) and other research suggest that women make occupational choices based on perceived risks. Grazier and Sloane (2008) found that women, and in particular mothers and sole parents, selected roles which had less risk and were safer. Although physical strength is still of importance in many trade roles, this has become of less importance than in previous times due to more stringent OH&S requirements. Management and professional roles in construction are often perceived to require strong backgrounds in mathematics and science. Worryingly there is a trend in Australia and the United Kingdom for females to choose not to study these subjects at school as they believe from an early age that they are not as competent as males. Females can therefore self-select themselves out of the possibility of white collar professional construction roles later on in life (Fielden et al. 2000) , despite academic results showing that females perform equally well as males in these subjects (Watt 2007) . Further, the traditional male work culture of long hours, including regular overtime and six day working weeks common in construction, are not supportive of work-family balance or the additional household and family responsibilities many females will shoulder in their lifetime (Francis et al. 2009; Francis et al. 2010) . Part-time and regular casual work is uncommon in construction jobs and often actively discouraged by unions trying to protect current working conditions (e.g. Dabke et al. 2008; Dainty and Lingard 2006) , or by employers trying to meet deadlines in a competitive job market (Barthorpe et al. 2000; Lingard and Francis 2004) . In addition to all these contributing factors, perhaps the most difficult factor to identify and change is an unconscious programmed belief within society that females do not work in construction. Perhaps the statement by Hulme (2006, p. 143 ) when referring to industrialised trades puts it in a nutshell 'It is viewed by most people, almost without second thought, as men's work'.
Gender Socialisation and Schemas
Gender identity develops in early childhood, and there have been many psychological theories explaining this developmental process (e.g. Kohlberg 1966; Bem 1981; Bussey and Bandura 1999) . Martin and Halverson's cognitive gender schema theory (1981) asserts that gender identity has formed by the age of three. Gender schema theory discusses the formation of gender identity as a process (Bem 1981 ). Information surrounding the child, including that gleaned from family, friends, school, the media and engagement with everyday life, is assimilated into the child's gender identity. Gender schema influences the choices a person makes throughout the rest of their lives, including roles, behaviour, attitudes and careers.
Traditionally vocational psychology has encouraged career decision-making based on matching an individual's abilities and interests with compatible characteristics in specific work environments (Parsons 1909; Holland 1959) . However, despite this practice, children still perpetuate gendered patterns of behaviour and follow gendered careers. Gottfredson's Theory of Circumscription, Compromise and Self-Creation (1981, p.2002) explored this phenomenon and proposed that children internalise gender and class stereotypes as they grow up, through socialisation from the stimuli surrounding them. By six to eight years old, before being old enough to reason through whether or not an occupation might suit them personally, children have learned what is considered appropriate behaviour for their gender and may exclude considering themselves for particular occupations based on their gender schemas.
By adolescence young people categorise career information along three dimensions; gender (masculine/feminine), level of prestige, and area of work. Young people make career choices based on how they perceive occupations according to these categories, and whether their categorisation fits with their personal self-image. Gottfredson (1981 Gottfredson ( , p. 2002 also theorises that females often eliminate potential career paths prematurely based on gender stereotypes, and therefore do not allow themselves the opportunity to pursue their highest career aspirations.
While gender socialisation and each young person's own internalised gender schema impact on the career path chosen and pursued (Blau et al. 2002) , recent studies with young people in the United Kingdom and Australia have found that parents, teachers and career counsellors were all significant contributors to the final career decisions made (Kniveton 2004; Bright et al. 2005) . These individuals have also been socialised themselves into believing construction is a more suitable career path for males than females, and therefore may not actively encourage females to explore this career option.
The Role of the School Career Counsellor
Young people usually make initial career choices during secondary school, after exploring a broad range of career options. School career counsellors provide vocational guidance to young people, and can have an influential role in the decision making process. Their role includes facilitating young people's information gathering about areas of potential interest, ensuring that a wide range of vocational alternatives are thoroughly explored, and that accurate information is gained about the many career opportunities available to each young person, including within the construction industry (Gati and Tal 2008) . The career decisionmaking process can be aided by career counsellors who facilitate this process for secondary school students. Gati and Asher's (2001) career decision-making model outline three critical stages -the pre-screening, in-depth exploration and choice. The pre-screening involves identifying a number of viable alternatives from a range of occupations known to the individual. The next stage includes the in-depth exploration of these alternatives involving consideration as to the suitability of the role. This consideration is two-way and involves both the student judging their own suitability to the job as well as their ability to comply with the requirements of the role (e.g. additional education, physical strength etc.). In the last stage a comparison of the alternatives would be made before the choice of the most suitable alternative. It is clear from this model that the quality of the choice made is highly dependent on the first two stages, however of primary importance is the first stage. If alternatives are not identified there, or discarded based on false information, then this severely compromises the process. The role of the career counsellor, in bringing attention to alternatives which the student may not be aware of, and/or providing accurate information to correct other information the student may have misinterpreted, is crucial.
However, while career counsellors try to support impartial, informed decisionmaking, encouraging a realistic and good fit between the individual and their career choice, Gottfredson (1981 Gottfredson ( , p.2002 suggests that this goal is virtually impossible. When career decisions are being made, it is from the framework of self-concepts and images of occupations, including gender appropriateness, already internalised by the young person and by the career counsellor to seem normal.
Research Aims and Hypotheses
This research investigated whether school career counsellors' perceptions of construction were of an industry which provided equally good career options for young men and young women, or whether there were gender biases in operation. The amount of experience the career counsellor had in their role, the impact of personally knowing someone working in construction, and self-rated knowledge of careers in construction compared with other careers, were all examined to understand the possible dynamics impacting on career advice. Based on past research into gender schemas (Bem 1981; Martin and Halverson 1981) and socialisation (Gottfredson 1981 (Gottfredson , p.2002 , it was hypothesised that: (1) career counsellors would consider construction a better choice for young men than young women, and (2) career counsellors would refer young men more regularly to construction careers than young women.
Method

Procedure
Participants were recruited at Australian Careers Service (ACS) seminars held in the Eastern States of Australia during late 2010. Free annual seminars are held by the ACS as a professional development opportunity for career counsellors and advisors to access up-to-date information about a broad range of industries (Hobsons 2011).The ACS agreed to distribute questionnaires before each construction focused career information presentation. The anonymous questionnaire was distributed, completed and collected before the information sessions commenced. The questionnaire took approximately five minutes to complete.
Participants
Questionnaires were returned by 121 secondary school career counsellors of whom 83 were female (69.2%) and 37 were male (30.6%). Sixty-two participants worked full-time (51.2%) and a further 59 participants worked part-time (48.8%) in their career counselling roles. Work environments were mainly co-educational (90.1%), but seven of the career counsellors were employed in girls-only schools (5.8%) and five of the career counsellors were employed in boys-only schools (4.1%). Participants reported experience working in their current career counselling roles with the mode being 2 to 5 years (46 participants with some experience), with 21 having a year or less experience (limited experience), 22 having 6 to 10 years' experience (moderate experience) and 27 having greater than 10 years' experience (very experienced).
The questionnaire
A brief questionnaire was developed for ease of completion by participants in a limited time in a public setting. Five questions addressed demographic information and asked about experience in role, gender, student population's gender, working full-time or part-time, and if participants personally knew someone in the construction industry (No = 0 and Yes = 1). Participants were asked to rate their knowledge of construction careers, in comparison with other careers, on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 = very poor knowledge and 5 = very good knowledge. The final four questions identified participants' attitudes and actions in relation to promoting the construction industry as a favourable career option to students. Participants were asked whether they honestly believed construction offered a good career option to young men and a good career option to young women. Responses were given on 5-point Likert scale, where 1 = very poor option and 5 = very good option. Finally participants were asked to report how often they directed young men, and how often they directed young women into careers in construction, using 5-point Likert scales, where 1 = never and 5 = always. A 5-point Likert scale, rather than a 7 or 10-point scale, was considered appropriate as it eased the pressure of decision making due to the limited response time available to the participants.
Data analysis
Data were analysed using SPSS for Windows (version 20). All variables were examined for reliability of measurement and data screening confirmed that all responses were in range. No extreme variations from normality in the skewness or kurtosis of the variables were found; therefore no transformations of the data were required (Muthén and Kaplan 1985) . Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were then calculated for each variable. Bi-variate and point biserial correlation analyses were then conducted to identify any relationships between variables. Paired-samples t-tests were used to test for significant differences in career counsellors' mean scores rating construction as a good career option for young men and young women, and for the frequency with which they directed each gender to construction careers.
RESULTS
Correlations
Correlation analyses examined the linear relationships between the main study variables. The results are presented in Table 1 .
The relationship between career counsellors' experience in their current role, and their self-rated knowledge of construction as a career, perceptions of construction being a good career option for young women, and reported frequency of directing young women to explore a construction career, were significantly and positively correlated. However the relationship between career counsellors' years of experience in their current role and their perceptions of construction being a good career option for young men and reported action of directing young men to explore a construction career was not significant. For personal acquaintance with someone in the construction industry, the point biserial correlations were only significantly and positively correlated with career counsellors' self-rated knowledge of careers in construction, and with frequency of directing young women to a construction career. The relationship between career counsellors' self-rated knowledge of careers in construction, and construction being perceived as a good career option for both genders, and the reported frequency with which career counsellors directed young women to construction careers, were significantly and positively correlated. The relationship between self-rated knowledge of careers in construction, and reported frequency with which career counsellors directed young men to construction careers, were not correlated. Career counsellors who perceived construction to be a good career option for young men, also perceived construction to be a good career option for young women, and more frequently directed young men to construction careers. Career counsellors who perceived construction to be a good career option for young women, also perceived construction to be a good career option for young men, and more frequently directed young women to construction careers, but not young men. Finally, the correlation between the frequency of directing young men to construction careers, and the frequency of directing young women to construction careers, was not correlated.
Paired t-tests
For the two questions asking career counsellors to rate their perceptions of construction as a good career option for young men and for young women, 121 participants responded. A paired-samples t-test (two tailed) was used to determine if career counsellors' perceptions were that construction was a better career for young men than for young women. The difference between construction being considered a good career option for young men (M = 4.46, SD = 0.54), and a good career option for young women (M = 3.74, SD = 0.89) was found to be significant, t (120) = 9.43, p =.000.
For the two questions asking career counsellors' to rate their perceptions of how often they directed young men and young women to consider construction careers, 103 participants responded. There were fewer responses to these questions as some participants taught at single sex schools. A paired-samples t-test (two tailed) was conducted to determine if the career counsellors' perceptions were that they directed young men to consider construction careers more frequently than young women. The difference between directing young men into a construction career (M = 3.72, SD = 0.51), and directing young women into a construction career (M = 2.59, SD = 0.76) was found to be significant, t (102) = 13.91, p =.000. Therefore this study did find gender differences supporting the two hypotheses, whereby career counsellors' reported a perception of construction being a better career option for young men than for young women, and reported directing young men into construction careers more frequently than directing young women.
Discussion and Conclusion
Career counsellors have a pivotal role in supporting young people in their exploration of career options. This research found that while career counsellors acknowledge that construction is a good career option for both young men and young women, consistent with our hypotheses, there was a perception that the industry was a better career for males, and young men were more frequently directed into construction than young women.
As may be expected, greater experience working as a career counsellor, and also personally knowing someone working in the construction industry, were both linked to a higher self-rated knowledge of construction careers, compared with other types of careers. Further, those career counsellors with more experience in their role, a higher self-rated knowledge of construction careers and a personal acquaintance in construction were more likely to direct more young women to consider a career in construction. Unexpectedly however this was not the case for young men. This knowledge and acquaintance with construction was also related in varying degrees to their perception of construction as a good career option for both young men and women. Those who reported a higher regard for construction as a career for women also reported a higher likelihood of directing women to considering construction as a career. The same was true for young men.
Career counsellors did therefore exhibit a gender bias in this study. An explanation for the gender differences found in this study stem from the theories of gender socialisation (Blau et al. 2002; Gottfredson 1981 Gottfredson , p.2002 and internalised gender role schemas (Bem 1981; Martin and Halverson 1981) . There is evidence that roles in construction are still viewed as traditional masculine career paths, more appropriate for males than females. For example, in a recent American study involving a series of experiments with primary school children aged 6-12 years old, 107 children rated 54 occupations for gender and occupational status (Teig and Susskind 2008) . Similar to Bem's (1974) sex role inventory, careers could be classified masculine, feminine or neutral. This study is a reminder that children in the 21st century still perceive career roles as gendered, and construction roles as masculine. Career counsellors, despite their knowledge and training about encouraging equal opportunities for both genders in all vocational fields of endeavour (e.g. AHRC 2012), may also be similarly influenced by gender role schemas when given an explicit gender choice about an industry traditionally perceived as male.
Additional unsolicited qualitative comments made by some of the career counsellors that the construction industry is sexist, reluctant to employ females, and a difficult culture for females to succeed in, may inform this apparent bias. These career counsellors' perceptions hold some credence. Females entering the construction industry still encounter an entrenched male culture, open resentment, discrimination, harassment and sexist behaviour from male colleagues (e.g. Dainty et al. 2000; Fielden et al. 2000; Dabke et al. 2008) . Females are commonly socially isolated on construction sites and unable to approach or rely on senior male colleagues for support (Dainty et al. 2000) .
As noted earlier a traditional male work culture of full-time work, long hours, weekend work, and projects undertaken in geographically different locations makes meeting family responsibilities challenging (Fielden et al. 2000; Dainty and Lingard 2006; Menches and Abraham 2007; Dabke et al. 2008; Francis et al. 2010) . Alternative work practices are not understood or encouraged by management, owners or unions within the industry (Dainty and Lingard 2006; Dabke et al. 2008; Francis et al. 2010) and in doing so the industry is effectively limiting recruitment to half the potential workforce. Without greater gender diversity, the construction industry risks perpetuating a traditional male work culture indefinitely. Gadassi and Gati (2009) encourage career counsellors to elicit preferences for careerrelated aspects of occupations when working with young people, rather than asking about specific careers they may like to pursue. By focusing on the aspects of work enjoyed by the young person, there is less likelihood that career choices will be gender stereotyped, and a broader range of occupations can be considered, based on abilities and interests instead of internalised gender role schemas.
The most important findings to emerge from this research was that personally knowing someone in construction increased the likelihood that the career counsellors would encourage young women to consider construction as a career. Whilst this did not hold true for young men this personal acquaintance also increased the perceptions of construction as being a good career option for young men. Greater knowledge of construction was associated with a greater regard for construction as a career for young men and with directing young men and women to consider construction. Proactive policiesto improve links between school and industry are therefore very important for recruitment from both genders. Strategies such as holding information sessions in schools with "chat with a tradey" and "chat with an engineer or project manager" sessions could provide counsellors and students with immediate access to relevant information about construction careers. School curriculums that also include educational site visits, and collaborative learning where building projects at or near schools are used as a resource incorporated into practical mathematics, science and management subjects at primary and secondary school levels could break down some of the barriers and misconceptions that exist about working in the construction industry.
With skill shortages an on-going issue for construction in Australia, attracting young people, regardless of gender, into the industry as a long term career path is essential if the construction industry is to build and maintain a sustainable workforce throughout the 21st century. Combating internalised gender role schemas is very challenging. However these findings indicate that an educative model, whereby young people, parents and career counsellors are able to access current information about construction first-hand from people working in the industry, may counter negative gender stereotypes associated with this area of work and encourage more young people, both male and female, to consider a career in the construction industry.
Limitations of the study
The current cross-sectional and preliminary research into an area not previously explored, was conducted in a very limited timeframe, which reduced the number of questions asked. The career counsellors participating in this research were voluntarily attending information sessions addressing careers in construction making them a highly motivated convenience sample which may not be representative.
